ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
uccessful business executives need to know the tenets of professional public relations practice to lead their organizations in today's fast-paced, virtual, and global environment. Especially with the growth in new media and online social networking, the best-laid strategic plans can collapse if the onslaught of public opinion changes for the organization. As seen in recent years by organizations such as BP Oil, Goldman Sachs, and Toyota, an organization's future is altered and all areas of the business are affected when a crisis strikes, particularly if the organization mishandles its response to the crisis.
Most executives are caught off-guard and are ill prepared for handling crises. In many cases, many business leaders have had little training in the importance of message formulation and response strategies to communicate effectively to internal and external stakeholders, not only in bad times, but in good times as well. The relevance of public opinion and the power of the media, both traditional and new media, are overshadowed by strategies to grow the business, produce better profits, keep shareholders happy, and make more money. While business leaders may not manage the day-to-day operations of their organizations, they are responsible for the public relations responsibilities of building strategic relationships and managing their organization's reputation. Internal and external constituencies identify the organization by its senior leadership team, especially the CEO and others from the Csuite. Public relations is a critical management function because business leaders are the PR people for the organization. For this reason, teaching business leaders about strategic communications and public relations is critical, and it needs to start early in graduate business programs.
WHAT IS PUBLIC RELATIONS?
Very simply, public relations is developing and maintaining strategic relationships with the various publics of an organization. According to leading public relations scholar James E. Grunig and Todd Hunt (1984) , the classic definition of public relations is "the management of communication between an organization and its publics" (p. 6). As defined by the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), public relations is a management function that "helps an organization and its publics adapt mutually to each other" (PRSA, 2011, para. 2). "Publics" are the various
The function of public relations includes the monitoring of public opinion via internal and external networks (traditional, new and social media), development of strategic communication strategies, formulation of targeted messages, and building and maintaining strategic relationships, while addressing the merits of ethics and social responsibility. Public relations is not propaganda, spin, or a marketing function (although PR too many times is subjugated under the marketing umbrella as free publicity or free advertising). Public relations includes media publicity and goodwill, but more importantly, public relations is relationship management, reputation management, issues management, and crisis management.
Public relations is relationship management
Public relations is the business of relationships. Cutlip, Center, and Broom (2000) defined public relations as "the management function that establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and its publics on whom its success or failure depend" (p. 6). Broom, Casey and Ritchey (1997) defined relationships in public relations as "dynamic results of the exchanges and reciprocity that manifest themselves as the relationships develop and evolve" (p. 95). Recent studies of public relations have focused on organization-public relationships (OPR). J. Grunig and Huang (2000) found that OPR is the function whereby organizations and publics trust each other, share influence, and are satisfied and committed to the relationship. Studies have identified types of relationships as exchange or communal (although in business practice sometimes the lines between customers, employees, and shareholders are blurred) and the characteristics of healthy relationships, which depend on trust and open communication. Studies have found a direct link between quality strategic relationships and positive organizational reputation. Healthy relationships, chiefly with customers and shareholders, along with good corporate reputation equate to profit generation.
Public relations is reputation management
Public relations can improve relationships with constituents and improve an organizations reputation. As such, business leaders need to learn to work with the external constituencies, especially traditional and new media, during good times and in crisis. Business leaders need to be aware of the differences between image, perception, and reputation. Historically, the practice of public relations was first rooted in propaganda campaigns with characters such as P.T. Barnum and his circus stunts. At the start of the 20 th century, business and government leaders began hiring in-house journalists and communications experts to help frame and effectively communicate their messages. Later, Edward L. Bernays, the "father of modern day public relations" and a nephew of Sigmund Freud, developed public relations into a profession of providing counsel to CEOs and organizations on communications strategies. Today, the practice of public relations focuses heavily on reputation management, maintaining an organization's reputation and attempting to restore reputations, in an ethical and socially responsible manner.
Public relations is the study of how public opinion is shaped and influenced by mediated adaptations of realities (e.g., the "power" of traditional, new and social media). Findings from a study on public relations, relationships, reputation, and crisis management, Hagan (2003) found that reputation "can be determined by what constituents think of the company based on its actual performance and first-hand experiences with it, as well as the
MAKING THE CASE FOR EDUCATING BUSINESS LEADERS
Unfortunately, since few business schools have courses in public relations as part of the curriculum, typically business leaders learn about public relations by trial and error, much to the detriment of their organizations. In the majority of cases, business leaders realize the value of public relations after the fact, such as when an organization comes under media attention because of a crisis. When faced with a crisis, leaders are forced to react rather than lead.
As the face and voice of their organizations, senior management needs to be better prepared and more knowledgeable of the PR function. Companies should use public relations not only as a marketing tool, but should place value on its importance, similar to that of legal counsel. Companies must place greater emphasis on monitoring and scanning the company's external environment, and business leaders need to learn to adjust their practice to these changing demands.
In 2010, the Public Relations Society of America launched an initiative titled, "The Business Case for Public Relations," to inform CEOs and senior management of the value of public relations. According to Anthony D'Angelo, the co-chairman of the Public Relations Society of America's MBA/Business School Initiative, MBA programs are weak in teaching strategic communications/reputation management. According to D'Angelo, "Getting bad press is not the problem; all large entities experience some. What is at risk from this deficiency in graduate business education is company reputation, stock price, product sales and various executive jobs," (D'Angelo, 2010, para. 3). He noted, "But even communications-savvy CEOs are less astute about strategic communications" than about other roles; thus, "Business schools should take more responsibility in providing this vital leadership component," (D'Angelo, 2010, para. 8-9).
PR LEARNING ACTIVITIES
Following are some examples of learning activities for leadership training. [These examples are based on the author's experiences teaching graduate business communication courses, one of which is a required course for a cohort of students enrolled in a doctor of management program in executive leadership.]
Participant Observation of New and Social Media
Students learn about communicating with internal and external stakeholders through various direct and mediated channels. As part of the exercise, during an established period, students actively participate in social media through Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn, not just from a social networking vantage, but also from an issues monitoring standpoint. In addition, students "cyber surf" and review organizational websites, online newsrooms, chat rooms, and business blogs, especially those authored by corporate leaders.
2.
Mock Media Conferences Students are given the task of crafting a visionary statement and addressing organizational change. Students play the role of organizational leader during a mock media conference. Students prepare statements, key talking points, and responses to anticipated questions for the Q&A portion of the press conference. During the exercise, students (assuming the role of a CEO) present opening remarks to the media and then field questions from the audience. Students learn how to react to "trick" questions sometimes posed by media and the dangers of saying "no comment" or agreeing to "off-the-record" interviews (Schenkler & Herrling, 2004) . Further, students also assume the role of the media, taking on reporter roles from mainstream and business print, online, and broadcast media, as well as popular independent blogs. Students read stories and watch/listen to news broadcasts and press conferences in preparation for their role as journalists. Based on their media role, students then develop probing and hard-hitting questions to ask their classmates during the news conference. Press conferences are videotaped and peer reviewed
